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For many theorists of sexuality, bisexuals don’t
exist in the here and now. Michael du Plessis
has argued that in Freud’s sexual schema, and
its later reworking by French feminism, bisexu-
ality is always ‘out of time’, ‘always before, after,
or outside (rather than alongside) the imposition
of cultural order’.1 This tendency to banish
bisexuality to a pre-subjective past or a utopian
future poses particular challenges for the writing
of a history of bisexuality.
In writing a history of this lack of historical
manifestation, Steven Angelides presents a pro-
vocative and ambitious account of bisexuality
from its modern origins in theories of evolu-
tion, through sexology and psychoanalysis, to
its scant mentions in the canon of queer theory.
Drawing on the projects of gay and lesbian
history and queer theory, Angelides deploys a
‘queer deconstructive methodology’ to produce
‘not a social history of the bisexual movement,
a history of bisexuality as an autonomous iden-
tity, a reading of bisexuality in historical texts
of sexuality, or an attempt to determine what
bisexuality is’. (13) Rather, A History of Bisexuality
traces the systematic ways in which bisexuality
has functioned as a non-identity necessary for
the production of the heterosexual–homosexual
binary. The focus of the book is on how notions
of bisexuality and bisexual identity have come
to be ‘unthought, made invisible, trivial, insub-
stantial, irrelevant’ in the construction of modern
sexuality itself.2
In the last decade there has been a spate of
publications about bisexuality, primarily from
Britain and the USA, culminating in the Rout-
ledge Bisexuality: A Critical Reader (1999). Often
inspired by burgeoning bisexual organisations,
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the essays as moving ‘beyond [a] view of global-
ization and nation-states as two separate and
opposed domains of theorization and politics,
which has been essential to the neo-liberal,
predictive rhetoric about globalization’. (3) She
has assembled a salient collection of essays that,
from a US perspective, perceive ‘borderlands as
sites where conflicts between oppressive struc-
tures of the nation-state and globalization, on
the one hand, and emerging alternative notions
of societal membership, on the other, are cur-
rently being re-articulated in a variety of oppo-
sitional forms and strategies’. All the essays
temper this optimistic focus on the resistant
possibilities of border subjects by refusing to
invoke ‘borderlessness’ and cultural hybridity
as forms of transgression.
The collection lives up to its title, successfully
integrating analysis of diasporic flows and cul-
tural production with precisely argued and ac-
cessible histories of US trade and immigration
policy. The usual site of border studies, the US–
Mexico border, is taken as the starting point for
a comparative project, particularly of encounters
between USA and Canada. As Sadowski-Smith
comments, however, the US–Canada border was
relatively unmarked until it was used as an entry
point by the prospective terrorists of September
11, and (apart from three other essays, including
her own, in this collection) has not been a site
of critical interest to cultural studies scholars.
Starting off the first section titled ‘Border
Theories’, and one of the few essays on the
USA’s border ‘above’, rather than ‘below’, Bryce
Traister’s ‘Border Shopping: American Studies
and the Anti-Nation’ opens up the question of
how US economic policy affects and effects forms
of consumption across and through the US–
Canada border. In a phrase that resonates with
our antipodean situation, he holds out for an
understanding of ‘national identity that is dis-
tinct from the emptied versions of the nation
urged by post-nationalist and globalist ideologies
alike’. (46) Noting that sixty per cent of Cana-
da’s population lives within two hundred kilo-
metres of the USA—therefore ‘the entire nation
of Canada may be regarded as “borderland”’
(36)—Traister’s article unpacks the many ways
that the Canadian citizenry are constructed as
‘American subjects’ when they seek out tax-
free goods and services across this deregulated
border, including, most recently, health care.
This ‘imitative or iterative’ identity sits uneasily
with claims from within America to be ‘post-
national’, (39) that is, to dispense with national
sovereignty precisely because such an identity
articulates a distinctively US legal and political
system. He finds that this phenomenon chal-
lenges the recent exhortations of American cul-
tural studies to ‘give up’ the nation, and therefore
the border ‘as a site of national differentiation’.
Instead, he argues for keeping the border as a
way of ‘containing the United States within the
limits of its own boundaries and of forcing
the expanding and increasingly corporate US
imperialism to stand in the light of recognition’.
(43) He describes this ‘other’ of the nation as a
‘post-nationalist borderlands sublime’. (45)
Manuel Luis Martinez’s essay ‘Telling the Dif-
ference between the Border and Borderlands: Ma-
teriality and Theoretical Practice’ and Sadowski-
Smith’s ‘Reading across Diaspora: Chinese and
Mexican Undocumented Immigration across US
Land Borders’ both relativise the post-national
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Here in Australia, busily going about our elec-
tronically enhanced lives, happily participating
in the transnational knowledge economy, there’s
this odd thing that other people keep bumping
into. It’s sticky and slow like flypaper, and it’s
apparently very far away to our north. It needs
much attention from our defence and immigra-
tion agencies, yet we have excised it from our
national territory. As a nation coextensive with
an island continent, Australia has an easily iden-
tifiable geographic border, but the political and
economic aspects of national territory are often
literally at sea (or up in the air). Borders ma-
terialise in our lives at the most banal moments:
passing through the ‘nothing to declare’ aisle at
airport customs control, showing your passport
at the duty-free bottle shop, and filling out the
immigration card while watching the in-flight
video about keeping out suspect fruit and veg-
etables. As Indian media activist Shuddhabrata
Sengupta has written, ‘It doesn’t matter in which
city, continent or country you are in, the border
seeks you out in the end.’1
Working within a sub-discipline that might
be termed ‘Border studies after NAFTA’,2 Global-
ization on the Line takes the trope of the border
into interesting new territory. Rather than aban-
doning borders as a sign of repressive state
policies (as has been the tendency in Australian
responses to ‘border protection’) the collection
as a whole engages with the material facts of
the border as marker of social and political
differences that have not disappeared in the wake
of free trade. Sadowski-Smith’s editorial intro-
duction, titled ‘Border Studies, Diaspora and
Theories of Globalization’, deftly sets up the
questions that the essays traverse. She locates
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the focus of much of this work has been on legiti-
mating bisexuality as a sexual identity and an
object of academic inquiry, typically through
highlighting bisexuality’s transgressive potential
or its universal nature. Angelides avoids many
of the theoretically simplistic formulations of
bisexuality that characterised the work of theo-
rists in the 1990s. In its breadth and attention
to historical detail, A History of Bisexuality rep-
resents a significant advance on earlier work.
In particular, the book’s central claim that the
erasure of bisexuality is necessary for the pro-
duction of modern sexuality has significant
implications for contemporary and historical
studies of sexuality.
Angelides’s history takes as its starting point
the absence of bisexuality from both queer
theory and gay and lesbian history. Against the
views of theorists such as Eve Sedgwick and Lee
Edelman that bisexuality functions to reinforce
the homosexual–heterosexual binary, Angelides
suggests that bisexuality has a role to play in its
deconstruction. An extended discussion of the
invention of bisexuality as a form or primitive
subjectivity in mid-nineteenth-century biology
and evolutionary theory establishes bisexuali-
ty’s status as a primitive form of subjectivity.
Detailed examinations of Freudian theory, the
work of Alfred Kinsey, and the discourses of the
anti-psychiatry movement and gay and lesbian
liberation all confirm the thesis that bisexuality
is consistently erased in order to preserve the
intelligibility of the heterosexual–homosexual
binarism. In the second half of the book, bi-
sexuality’s absence or premature elision is noted
in the work of Michel Foucault, Judith Butler
and other queer theorists.
One of the strengths of Angelides’s account
is its attention to historical detail. This is evi-
denced by the fact that his argument begins with
theories of evolution in the mid-nineteenth
century, unlike the Routledge reader, which
begins its genealogy with the first volume of
Havelock Ellis’s Studies in the Psychology of Sex,
published in 1897. This discussion of bisexu-
ality’s roots in biology and evolutionary theory
is powerful because it provides historical evi-
dence for Angelides’s claim that bisexuality is
central to the constitution of modern sexuality
in its nascent years.
The OED dates the first use of the term ‘bi-
sexuality’ to 1859, the same year as the publi-
cation of Darwin’s On The Origin of Species, by
an anatomist named Robert Bentley Todd. Todd’s
detailed descriptions of the configuration of the
male and female human reproductive apparatus
in his Anatomy and Physiology, along with Darwin’s
popular presentation of his theory of evolution,
helped inaugurate a distinctively modern bi-
sexuality. This modern bisexuality broke with an
earlier, largely theological, tradition that had
existed since the early seventeenth century, de-
scribing the human race as ‘bisexed’ or ‘bisexous’.
It also reconfigured the very old tradition of
the homo androgynus, that is ‘that the original
man was bi-sexual’, described by Samuel Taylor
Coleridge in 1824, calling to mind ancient Greek
and Near Eastern mythological thinking about
primordial androgyny.3 As Eli Zaretsky suggests,
‘bisexuality was an ancient idea that had been
reborn in many late nineteenth-century cultural
spheres’.4 Bisexuality was modern precisely be-
cause it was primitive—it helped to anchor an
enlightened and civilised sexuality by being its
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that the Church’s ongoing paternalism and assimi-
lationist expectations require a lot more soul-
searching and modification. No matter where one
stands on this issue, this book is a fascinating
portrayal of the degree to which Aboriginal iden-
tity and cultural agency continue to assert them-
selves in the face of and in relation to the Church’s
ongoing attempt at cultural and spiritual repro-
gramming. On the back jacket of the book is
the heady claim that Blood, Bones and Spirit ‘pre-
sents a challenge to the very history and phi-
losophy of Western religion’. It is to McDonald’s
credit that the book has so successfully laid down
this challenge in such an interesting and pro-
vocative style.
MARK GALLIFORD has completed an honours degree
at the Unaipon School, University of South Australia.
His thesis considered the appropriations of Aboriginal
identity by various non-Aboriginal artists and writers
in relation to the concept of cultural becomings.
<mgalliford@hotmail.com>
1. Part of a comment by ‘Maddy Jarra’, p. 60. (McDonald
has used pseudonyms to protect the privacy of con-
tributors.)
2. There has been considerable controversy surround-
ing the ‘Strehlow collection’. While much of it has
been housed in the Strehlow Research Centre in Alice
Springs, this has not prevented some of it being
dispersed by the 1999 auction in Adelaide of the late
Theodor Strehlow’s (Carl’s son) own personal col-
lection. Some of this material was withdrawn at the
last moment by a court injunction, and collectors
paid some extraordinary prices.
3. John Harris, One Blood. 200 Years of Aboriginal Encounter
with Christianity: A Story of Hope, Albatross Books,
Sydney, 1990, p. 324.
4. Ronald and Catherine Berndt, ‘Body and Soul: More
than an Episode’, in Tony Swain and Deborah Bird
Rose (eds), Aboriginal Australians and Christian Missions,
South Australian College of Advanced Education,
Bedford Park, SA, 1988, p. 45.
5. Back cover of Anne Pattel-Gray (ed.), Aboriginal
Spirituality: Past, Present, Future, HarperCollins, Mel-
bourne, 1996.
6. See Harris, One Blood; John Harris, We Wish We’d Done
More, Openbook, Adelaide, 1998; Pattel-Gray; Swain
and Bird Rose; Christian Teichelmann and Clamor
Schurmann, Outlines of a Grammar, Vocabulary and
Phraseology of the Aboriginal Language of South Australia,
Committee of the South Australian Wesleyan Methodist
Auxiliary Mission Society, Adelaide, 1840; George
Taplin, The Narrinyeri: An Account of ... the Tribes of
South Australian Aborigines ... their Manners and Customs,
J.T. Shaw, Adelaide, 1874.
7. McDonald refers to Michel Foucault, Discipline and
Punish: The Birth of The Prison, Allen Lane, London,
1975, and Mikhail Bahktin, The Dialogic Imagination,
University of Texas Press, Austin, 1981.
VOLUME9 NUMBER1 MAY2003222
undifferentiated and undeveloped ancestor, both
phylogenetically and ontogenetically.
A History of Bisexuality lays out this history
in detail, emphasising the importance of bi-
sexuality’s modern origins in biology and evolu-
tionary theory to the development of Freudian
thought. From the middle of the nineteenth
century the term ‘bisexuality’ is used in the fields
of anatomy and physiology to refer to forms of
life that are sexually undifferentiated or thought
to exhibit characteristics of both sexes. By the
early years of the twentieth century, bisexuality
was used to describe a combination of mascu-
linity and femininity in an individual—psychical
rather than physical traits—and had also come
to signify a sexual attraction to individuals of
both sexes. While the three meanings of bisexu-
ality (a combination of male–female, masculine–
feminine or heterosexual–homosexual) have
different histories, they are far from distinct. This
range of historical models of bisexuality con-
tinues to impact on how bisexuality is articu-
lated. As Angelides notes, ‘In contemporary
discourses of sexuality … what bisexuality does
and what bisexuality might do are in large meas-
ure conditioned by what it has done and has made
happen within discourses inherited from the
past.’ (191) Even Woody Allen’s oft quoted
observation that being bisexual doubles your
chance of a date on Saturday night suggests the
continuing influence of evolutionary theory on
the articulation of bisexuality.
The most recent historically orientated re-
search on bisexuality has been the work of British
academic Merl Storr. Aside from editing the
Routledge reader, Storr has written on the rela-
tionship between bisexuality, race and sexology.
In a 1999 article she argues that one of the most
pressing questions for bisexual theory is an
analysis of its relationship to postmodernity, as
the historical location of the emergence of bi-
sexual identity.5 Storr suggests that bisexual
theorists have overplayed the resistive and dis-
ruptive potential of bisexuality and have failed
to account for its relationship to capitalism and
processes of commodification. It is a limitation
of Angelides’s book, albeit an understandable
one, that the recent emergence of a highly com-
modified version of bisexuality is not taken into
account. A footnote to the book adds: ‘the notion
of bisexuality as a superficial fashion trend and
marketing tool is not discussed any further’.
(209) This dismissal, however, implies that the
sphere of culture simply recirculates the truths
of the human sciences or reproduces the capi-
talist relations at its base. Instead, the diverse
appearance of bisexuality in popular culture—
in films such as Chasing Amy (1997) or Bedrooms
and Hallways (1998), or in recent television
drama and talk shows—demonstrate that in late-
capitalist postmodernity, bisexuality is both
repressed and popular, erased and highly visible.
Viewing culture as a commodified, yet contested
and productive, space is essential for under-
standing contemporary bisexuality.
A History of Bisexuality engages the politics
of the contemporary bisexual movements, cau-
tioning against unelaborated notions of bisexu-
ality and the uncritical celebration of the trans-
gressive nature of bisexuality, while offering
qualified support for the production of bisexual
identities in the present tense. Angelides argues
that bisexuality can present a challenge to the
fixity of the hetero–homo opposition, that ‘the
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wouldn’t Christian Aboriginal people prefer to
change and even discard their traditional beliefs
and practices, rather than suffer from such a poor
self-image?’ In places, it is stated that some have
in fact abandoned their ‘traditional’ cultural prac-
tices and this becomes a little confusing. As far
as the internalisation goes, I couldn’t help feel-
ing, with certain friends in mind, that this may
be nothing more than a strategy for achieving
particular ends, which, once you’re used to it,
can be quite amusing. In my experience, the
difference between self-mocking denigration and
actual dignity can at times be very slight. One
contradiction that is addressed to good effect and
that has an enjoyable sense of irony about it
concerns the AOG. This church is the staunchest
critic of the importance of earthly pleasures and
attachment to land and yet its congregation com-
prises the highest number of people seeking land
claims. (90, 167)
Minor criticisms aside, there is an impressive
amount of information packed into two hundred
pages of text. The book includes a very compre-
hensive bibliography and the addition of colour
photographs appears to serve quite a significant
purpose. All but the last photo add a much
needed sense of cultural worth to the contem-
porary ‘traditional’ activities of people hunting,
cooking, gathering foods and digging wells. This
stands in welcome contrast to the disturbing
situation McDonald has detailed throughout the
book concerning the single-minded and, at
times, self-serving and insensitive evangelists,
who continue to disparage Aboriginal practices
as being prescribed by Satan. The fact that the
people in the photos are obviously enjoying what
they are doing illustrates to some degree the
amount of importance placed upon the evan-
gelists’ proselytising. But it is the last image that
is the most telling. A large group of well-dressed
people, ‘part of the AOG mob’, are photographed
from up high, as if from a pulpit, forcing the
reader to look down upon them. Whether in-
tentional or not, this single moment encapsulates
well the sense of superiority which the Church,
through its very raison d’etre, ultimately cannot
avoid.
Obviously, it is the function of religions to
provide their believers with answers to the prob-
lems in the world, including explanations for
the inequities brought about by colonisation.
Indeed, an old acquaintance of mine once argued
by way of an interesting blend of Hindu-based
reincarnation philosophy and vegan New Age
spin that the reason Aboriginal people had suf-
fered so much was simply due to their being
meat-eaters, and that colonisation was their
karmic retribution. Of course, the argument
reached an impasse when I recalled that one of
the colonialists’ first major industries in Australia
was meat farming on a grand scale. Personally,
I find it hard to locate a comfortable place from
which to damn the Church outright for its role
in colonisation. The thought of a frontier Aus-
tralia without genuinely compassionate mis-
sionaries (although not all of them were) would
have made this country’s early colonial history
even more devastatingly shameful than what it
generally is.
However, while McDonald, in a very inter-
esting last chapter discussing the effects of post-
modern discourses upon Christianity, only im-
plies a need for greater responsibility being taken
on by the Church in affirming difference, I believe
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politicisation of bisexuality in the 1990s and
beyond represents more than an extremely use-
ful countermove for its historical erasure’. (195)
In this he retains the hope of much bisexual
theory that bisexuality in the present tense can
provoke the collapse of sexual boundaries and
produce ‘a crisis of sexual identity’. (17) Through
this engagement with contemporary theory,
Angelides refuses the social and intellectual
marginalisation of bisexuality.
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